that there are also important variations among Western European parties in terms of the strength of these parties and the stability of the party systems.
This chapter needs therefore first to refer, however briefly, to the ways in which the competitive party system emerged in the context of what have been described as the 'founding elections' which led to the end of the communist regime. The chapter will then examine the evolution of party systems from the early 1990s to the first years of the twenty-first century, before considering how these party systems can be classified and the extent to which parties have come to divide along a Left-Right dimension. Finally, the stability of the parties will be examined in the light of the emergence of new parties sometimes backed by a substantial proportion of the electorate.
The emergence of a competitive party system through 'founding elections'
The 'founding' or 'constituent' elections which took place after the fall of communism were obviously critical for the future development of parties and party systems; they were also exceptional in character. These elections were critical in that they introduced the new 'rules of the game': free elections meant that the major political players accepted political competition as the only meaningful way of establishing a sustainable democratic order; they also meant that these actors made 'the convocation of elections an increasingly attractive means for conflict resolution' (O'Donnell and Schmitter, 1993: 40) . It is interesting to note in this respect that these elections were marked by very little violence. They allowed the citizens to express their political views freely. They encouraged political participation, and, after years of political repression, they served to provide the emerging democratic governments with the seal of legitimacy (Garber and Bjornlund, 1992) . It therefore makes good sense to describe these democratic elections as 'founding' or 'constituent' elections: 'without elections the full array of institutions that constitute a new democratic political society -such as legislatures, constituent assemblies, and competitive political parties -simply cannot develop sufficient autonomy, legality, and legitimacy ' (Linz and Stepan, 1996: 71) .
Yet these elections were also exceptional in character. In particular, they differed substantially from subsequent elections by virtue of the important part played by broad, amorphous, umbrella organizations which tended to break up and recombine into smaller groups or factions once some of their members had been elected into office. At least four groups of elites played
